THE EUROPE OF CHARLES  II
Hetman Stenka, who also brought " unspeakable horrors "
upon an " oppressed peasantry/71 The possibilities of con-
tact with Western civilization were blocked by Sweden and
Poland, which together also impeded Russia from any outlet
on to the Baltic. In the south the Turks shut it out from
the Black Sea. The Tsar Alexis (1645-76), a peace-loving
and conscientious man, entrusted a reforming patriarch, the
monk Nikon, with most of the affairs of State during the
early part of his reign. Later, in 1671, Stenka was captured
and quartered alive, and when Alexis died, although no one
yet foresaw the emergence of these eastern barbarians as a
Western Power, the way lay open for the work of Peter the
Great.
In the north of Europe Sweden, the ancient rival of Den-
mark, was the strongest Power, and aimed at making the
Baltic a Swedish lake. At this time the Swedish realm
included Finland, Ingria, Esthonia, Livonia, and West
Pomcrania; and the house of Vasa had traditional designs
on Denmark and parts of Poland. The hardy, valiant race
of Swedes had impressed upon all Europe the startling effects
of a well-trained, warlike professional army. For a spell in
the Thirty Years War Gustavus Adolphus had overthrown
the troops of every Central European state. But Gustavus
and his victories now lay in the past. The chief desire of
Prussia was to win Pomerania from the Swedish Crown.
Soon, in the battle of Fehrbellin (1675), the Great Elector
with his Prussian troops was to overthrow the famous army
of Sweden. The antagonism between the two countries
was keen and open. Only the unfailing strength of France
saved Pomerania for a time from Prussian absorption.
Although the bias of Sweden was towards Protestantism,
no Dutch or German statesman in the last quarter of the
seventeenth century could ever exclude the possibility that
her doughty soldiery would be bought by France, or
rallied to her cause. All these baffling potential reactions
were well comprehended at Whitehall in the closet of King
Charles II.
1 R. Nisbct Bain, op. r;/., for this paragraph.
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